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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to explore opportunities for communication in
the racially divided city of Memphis, Tennessee. A center for the study of the
visual arts is proposed for the platform of communication. This study contends
that a well-planned and well-designed architecture can serve as a location for
communication for people from divergent backgrounds.
The history of the racial divide and the contemporary racial separation are
both explored in this study. Approaches to healing the wounds created through
years of division are also investigated. This thesis contends that a building for the
creation and study of the visual arts is the most ideal approach to facilitate
communication.
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I. PROPOSITION

THESIS INTENT
This thesis challenges the role of civic architecture in an urban, racially
divided district of Memphis, Tennessee. It addresses how architecture can provide
a place where members of a community can unite to heal wounds created through
generations of divergent cultural, social, educational, and economic agendas.
Focus on social and economic revitalization of an area, and community
involvement among people from different races and classes is key. This thesis
explores engaging people from divergent cultures on a diverse site. It studies the
relationship of a public institution to a public space.
A building for the creation and study of visual arts is proposed. Such a
center will create a platform for investigations into real problems and
misunderstandings causing the racial divide. This thesis contends that a well
designed center for the visual arts will create opportunities for communication
among people from different racial and socio-economic backgrounds. It will
allow for an overlap of boundaries and begin to connect the larger historic site.
HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Memphis and its citizens have historically suffered from inequalities
created by racial divide. The city's economic development is hurt by the
suburbanization caused by the so-called "white flight." Socially and politically the
city suffers from the lack of communication among its citizens. Moreover, the city
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and the city's children suffer because educational opportunities are limited by the
racially divided school systems.
In the 1960s, federal court decisions ended segregation in the city's public
schools, as well as its parks, libraries, and recreation facilities, yet the schools
remain clearly divided along racial lines. The racial make up of the Memphis City
Schools is 87% African-American, 9% Caucasian, and 4% other races (Memphis
City Schools). A majority of the county's Caucasian children attend the suburban
Shelby County Schools. Many other affluent residents who reside in the city
choose to send their children to private schools in the area.
'·

The assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., in Memphis, in 1968 added to
the racial tension already existing in the city (Memphis History). Thirty-five years
later, the city is still suffering tainted by bitterness and hatred. Few areas in the
city exist where people interact with others from different racial, cultural, or
economic backgrounds. This center for the visual arts will provide the
circumstances needed for the people of the city to come together. A common
shared need for art provides opportunity for communication (Chalmers).

ARCHITECTURAL ISSUES

HISTORY, MEMORY, AND SYMBOLISM
A variety of architectural issues explore creating architecture that
facilitates communication among people from different backgrounds. I propose a
language not representative of historic forms to establish and prevent unintended
2

symbolic readings. The history of this location is rich with meanings interpreted
in numerous ways by many different people. Samuel Mockbee, an expert of
regional issues, expressed themes in his own work were from "the collective
language of past generations, a language that each subsequent generation is
provided the opportunity to forget, reinterpret, or perpetuate" (Ryker 45). To
create opportunities for healing, in the design of this facility I will eschew
architectural forms that seem explicitly race or class-based. My proposal will
refuse negative historic forms and their associations. This facility will be a place
that appeals to all members of the community.

CONNECTIVITY/ VISIBILITY
For this building to create the possibility of unification, it will foster
communication through connections. The people of the community must access it
easily. The location of the building in the larger urban realm will serve as a
macro- connection. The location on the specific site will act as a micro
connection between the different neighborhoods.
Another way to connect is through its visibility. I propose an architecture
that will be unique to a district that is comprised of historic buildings. This will
serve as a visible draw to the center. Attracting the citizens to the facility is the
first step in facilitating communication.

3

II. SITE
South Main Historic Arts District
South Main Street
Memphis, Tennessee
SPECIFIC BUILDING SITE
I propose that my building be located on sites that are currently a surface
parking lot and an abandoned lot on the southern edge of the South Main Historic ·
Arts District. (see figures 2.6-2.8) 1 The recently redeveloped arts district is north
of this site, while an under-developed area of Main St. is to the south. Memphis'
Central Station is on the block west of the lots. The east part of the block is
currently under redevelopment with new housing. The blocks to the east are
somewhat neglected.
I chose this location because the specific site is part of a larger area known
as the South Main Historic Arts District. The district serves as a cultural hub for
the city and brings visitors to the district from around the city and region. The
district is also located in close proximity to a variety of significant structures that
also bring visitors to the location.
Because the site reinforces a boundary condition that occurs in the district,
this site offers an opportunity to bridge two communities The South Main Historic
Arts District lies between two areas of divergent.social and economic conditions.
This site frames the border between the different conditions.

1

All figures located in Appendix
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In addition, the lots are located across from Central Station. The train
station and bus hub is a physical, as well as symbolic link for travelers.
Historically, many visitors first entered the city from this location.

CURRENT DISTRICT AREA CONDITIONS

The South Main Historic Arts District of Memphis is an area of the city
that has been, and is currently under a high level of re-development. The historic
district encompasses an area of several blocks of South Main from Linden to G.E.
Patterson. Many renovated buildings include retail and commercial spaces at the
street level with housing above. Retail in the area includes boutiques and shops,
as well as art galleries for local artists. A variety of restaurants and bars along the
street range from upscale establishments to cafes serving traditional southern fare
(see figures 2. 1, 2.3-2.5). At the southwest comer of South Main and G.E.
Patterson Drive, the recently renovated Central Station is a traffic hub for the city,
and a destination for Amtrack travelers arriving to Memphis from Chicago and
New Orleans.
Diverse areas surround the district. Upscale housing developments, Tom
Lee Park, and the Mississippi River bind the district to the west. To the north,
downtown Memphis bounds the district. Neglected areas of the city exist to the
south and east however. In these neglected areas there are vacant buildings and
lots, low- income housing, and desolate parks where the cities homeless reside.
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SURROUNDING AREA CONDITIONS

Neglected areas that bound this developed district have not benefited from
the growth of the larger area. Abandoned properties, low -income, poorly
maintained housing, and overgrown, vacant lots remain a part of the surrounding
area. The population of the areas to the south and east is also different from that
of the historic district.
Many of the residents living in the South Main district are professionals
with a relatively high-income level, while the residents in the surrounding areas
are mostly low- income or unemployed citizens of the city. The population of
these two areas is also split along racial lines. Most of the residents of the affluent
South Main Historic Arts District are Caucasian, while most of the residents of
the surrounding areas are African-American.
These clearly defined differen�es between the contiguous areas make this
an excellent location for this thesis. While there are many areas in Memphis, as
well as in other cities, that have segregated populations, this is an area where the
border of the segregation is palpable and clear. In many segregated areas the
borders have blurred. The border condition here provides a site that clearly
defines issues explored in the thesis. It serves as an excellent case study of
racially and economically divided neighborhoods.

IMPORTANT SURROUNDING BUILDINGS

Several important buildings and museums are located on South Main
Street. Three city museums are accessed directly from South Main Street. Several
6

others in the area are within walking distance or are on the route of the light rail
system. In addition, city landmarks on the site range from the large-scale central
station to the regionally well-known Arcade Restaurant that has been a Memphis
dining tradition since 19 19 (Memphis History).
The National Civil Rights Museum is an important museum accessed from
South Main Street (see figure 2.2). It is actually located on Mulberry Street, but a
relatively new expansion connects Main to Mulberry. The museum is built onto
the existing Lorraine Motel, the site of the assassination of Martin Luther King
Jr., in 1968. It is extremely significant to the history of Memphis and the civil
rights movement. The museum attracts travelers interested in the history of civil
rights. Location in the district provides museum visitors from other cities and
regions to access the visual arts cultural center.
Another important building in the area is Central Station train station. In
1999 the station was renovated and currently houses the concourses for Amtrack
trains and bus hubs. The history of this building tells a story of travelers coming
to Memphis throughout many difficult periods of time in the city's history. The
station also serves as a stopping place along the historic route of the Delta Blues.
Amtrack travelers still take the train to and from New Orleans and Chicago while
stopping in Memphis. Close proximity of a transportation hub acts as another
draw of people to the visual arts center.
The Main Street Trolley, which began running again in 1993, is another
connector for this area to visitors from outside the city as well as the rest of
downtown Memphis (History of Memphis). The trolley runs along Main Street
7

from Auction Avenue to G .E. Patterson. Visitors and residents of the city are able
to travel easily to the South Main District because of the light rail system.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
"The story of the South Main district in Memphis is a story of rebirth- a
rebirth through arts, specifically" (Eubank).
The area known as the South Main Historic District was established in
1982. This area had been a thriving commercial area in the early part of the
twentieth-century (see figures 2.9-2. 10). After suffering years of abandonment
and neglect, however, the area had a long period of decline. One cause of the
decline of the area was the weakening number of train passengers accessing the
city from Central Station. Another important issue in the decline of the area was
the suburbanization of the Memphis that took place in the 1960's and 1970's. The
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., in 1968, and the subsequent riots and
fires that broke out in the city were additional causes of the decline of the area
(see figure 2. 1 1) (History of Memphis).
By the early 1970's, downtown Memphis was "all but dead". Buildings
along South Main were abandoned and boarded up. In the early 1990s
revitalization began in the area. Developers such as Phil Woodard came into the
area and bought buildings to rehabilitate to house commercial and residential
spaces (Eubank). Revitalization plans are still taking place in the area, and
commercial and residential sales and rentals are on the rise. The area is currently
experiencing a high level of revitalization (West).
8

III. VEIDCLE
VISUAL ARTS CULTURAL CENTER
The vehicle for this thesis design analysis is a facility for the creation and
study of the visual arts. There are two main components of this building allowing
for areas of both viewing and creating art. This building is a city arts center where
people from all areas of the city can come together to create and understand
different cultural issues through the production and analysis of art.
An art center provides opportunities for communication that are not
available in other areas of the city. It is a non-threatening place for people to
explore differences and find commonalities. "By respecting our differences and
by celebrating what we have in common, we who make up this culturally diverse
society can hold it together" (Chalmers).
I chose this building type for this location and this study for a variety of
reasons. One of those reasons is that this is an area that is accessed by a variety of
people from different socio-economic, political, and racial backgrounds. This
makes this location an ideal area for a cultural arts center where people from
diverse backgrounds can come together to learn and create. Another reason for
designing this center is because of the lack of national and state funding for arts
education in the schools of this district. This center provides much needed
educational opportunities for the children of the city. This type of building also
provides an area to explore the wide variety of artistic cultures created and present
in the region.
9

Social problems of the south overshadow major accomplishments in the
arts. Many cultural ideas of the South are perpetuated by writers such as W.J.
Cash who stated in The Mind of the South, that "the intellectual and aesthetic
culture of the Old South was a superficial and jejune thing, borrowed from
without and worn as a political armor and a badge of rank; and hence . . . not a true
culture at all" (Chambers 2). While these words were written in 1941, many of
Cash's ideas about the culture of the "Old South", remain prevalent in the minds
of many people today. Creating a place for people to explore the rich historical
and cultural art created in the region, even through adversity, is another
opportunity in the creation of this building type.
A building for the study of southern visual arts provides an avenue for this
valuable history to be viewed and explored positively. This visual arts cultural
center has exhibit spaces for the artwork of Southern artists, and allows for work
to be displayed by trained as well as untrained artists. The work of artists such as
Mose Tolliver and Charles Shannon will be featured and studied by children and
adults who might not otherwise be able to see such creations. (see figures 3. 1,3.2)
In addition to exhibit spaces, there are assembly spaces so that artists can
visit and discuss their work with the public, giving people an opportunity to better
understand the creations of the artists. Permanent display spaces are also in the
building with exhibits that trace the history of artistic culture in the south from a
variety of viewpoints. Having access to artwork is not always a possibility for
many people, but exposure to the visual arts can serve as an inspirational moment,
as it did for Tolliver who gained an interest in art after an employer took him to
10

an art exhibit (Livingston 133). A visual arts cultural center in this urban area
provides that opportunity to many more people.
This area and its people have suffered greatly through the years because of
racial hate and division. A place to create and study art gives the city a place to
come together in a non- political, non-biased, and non-threatening environment. It
gives the city a place where the lines of communication and channels of
interaction can begin to open. "Art is a transformative tool which affords the
opportunity to explore that which is highest and deepest within" (Binet 9).
Creating this center will allow this to happen. The program outline for the center
is listed in Table 1.
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TABLE 1: PROGRAM OUTLINE
i!,,

SPACES

SQUARE FEET

EDUCATIONAL AREAS

17285

3600

Classrooms

1500

Studio Spaces for Students

1500

Studio Spaces for Rent

3600

Lecture Space

860

Seminar Spaces

1440

Computer Labs

1440

Art Library

750

Instructors Offices

1345

Outdoor Classrooms

500

Kiln Room

750

Storage Areas for Supplies

18160

EXHIBITION SPACES

4400

Gallery (s) for Traveling Exhibits

4400

Gallery(s) for Permanent Exhibits

2880

Gallery(s) for Student Exhibits

2880

Sculpture Garden

3600

Reception Area

12620

GENREAL SPACES

2000

Lobby Space

720

Administrative/ Office Spaces

120

Service Desk

3380

Restrooms

2200

Mechanical

4200

Circulation
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IV. PERFORMANCE PROGRAM
The visual arts cultural center acts as an area for all people of the
community to come together to explore the arts. I have a similar hope as Noris
Binet has for her Nashville based project "Black and White Building a Bridge." In
this project, artists from different backgrounds come together to create art and
begin to realize different cultural and social differences. Binet states that this
project is "a process of transformation that is life; never finished, never complete,
never perfect. It is about being alive, about nurturing, sharing,
supporting . .. building bridges, healing wounds, becoming fully human" (Binet
xvii). This too is my hope for this project. This building is a place for ongoing
change in the city. Just as the site of the building has changed drastically over the
years, the activity created within the building will change as well.
Many transformations have taken place in this city and in this particular
site. Negative things have happened spreading hate and dissention throughout the
community. I do not feel that these problems can simply be removed by the
placement of an arts center or through the creative practices of creating art. I do
feel however that the architecture created here is about creating opportunities:
opportunities for people to learn and to create, and begin to explore some of the
issues that have caused such divide.
One important way that this building begins to create opportunities for
communication is through openness and visibility. The building will actively
engage Main Street and be seen clearly by visitors to the area. Transparency in
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building materials is another means of allowing for openness. Activities within
the building are visible to the community through the transparencies.
The different types of spaces within the facility are all important to the
beginnings of communication among citizens of the community. Educational
spaces allow for interaction of artists and set up needed volumetric spaces to
create a community of learners. Gallery and exhibit spaces as well facilitate
interaction of people. Spaces are arranged in a manner that assists, not hinders
contact with others. Circulation spaces work to tie all of the other spaces in the
building into one complete form open for opportunities of communication.
A visual arts center in this location is about exploring, studying, and
creating. Through these acts healing of the city's wounds can begin. The center I
am proposing works to achieve the necessary components for such interactions.

14

V. PRECEDENT ANALYSES
These case studies were chosen as examples of how previous designers
have worked to facilitate communication through the architecture and the visual
arts. The projects address various degrees of contextual issues including
connectivity, visibility, and history.

BLACK AND WHITE BUILDING A BRIDGE PROJECT (UNBUILT)
Nashville, Tennessee
Noris Binet
1994
The Black and White Building a Bridge project is a venture started by
artist Noris Binet. It is a project for women in Nashville, Tennessee, from
different racial backgrounds to come together to explore issues of racial healing
through the arts (see figures 5. 1-5.2). This meeting of women in a creative
environment allowed for a non-threatening approach to communication. The
program ideas, while not architectural, demonstrate methods of effective
communication. The results of the project show that communication through the
visual arts can facilitate healing (Binet).
BRIDGES INC. HEADQUARTERS
Memphis, Tennessee
Coleman Coker, architect
2004
The Coleman Coker Bridges project is a building built for the Bridges Inc.
Headquarters in Memphis, Tennessee (see figures 5.3-5.5). Bridges Inc. is a non
profit organization that provides opportunities for students from different
backgrounds to interact (Building Studio). This building is designed to be a
15

unique place in the urban fabric of the city. The building connects people from
different areas of the city through its high level of visibility. It creates a new
language void of historical meaning, but fits into the historic urban fabric well.
This project is still in the early stages if its development but seems to
already be joining students from different parts of the city. The architecture here
draws people and creates opportunities for communication in a racially divided
city.
FARGO-MOORHEAD HERITAGE AND CULTURAL BRIDGE
(UNBUILT)
Fargo, North Dakota
Michael Graves, architect
1977
The Fargo-Moorhead Cultural Center was a planned link between twin
cities in North Dakota and Minnesota (see figure 5.6). Graves' design was in
combination with the replacement of a vehicular bridge. He designed an art
museum to span the bridge and connect a history museum on one side with a
concert hall and radio station on the other side. The plan was designed to
"physically and symbolically link the two communities" (Papadakis 86).
This idea of linkage between two areas directly correlates with the ideas of
linkage needed in Memphis. This type of connectivity, while more blatant than
the connections needed in Memphis, demonstrates an architectural solution to
linkage. The visibility of such an elaborate plan also shows a solution to creating
a noticeable work of art in the fabric of a city.
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WEXNER CENTER FOR THE VISUAL ARTS
Ohio State University
Peter Eisenman
1989
The Wexner Center for the Visual Arts is a building designed by Peter
Eisenman who won a design competition for the commission (see figures 5.7-5.8).
The building is located on the campus of Ohio State University. Thirty-eight
university employees developed the program. One of the facilitators stated that
the building "must signify possibility and limitless experience . . .It must signify to
us and future generations a commitment to . . . human visual creativity" (Nasar 7).
While some of initial planning of the facility was·vague, Eisenman's design was
not.
Eisenman created a building that challenged the traditional notions of
direct response to functional needs. As a leading deconstructivist, Eisenman
attempts to create buildings that disturb, and create instability. In his design for
The Wexner Center he tried to create uncertainty in space and a statement against
literal historicism. In the gallery he hoped to "create an edge, where one is not
quite sure where one is" (Nasar 15).
While Eisenman creates instability in design and a translated history, he
does not choose to ignore the site or its history. The Armory, a campus building
that burned down in 1958 is remembered in the design through the use of
fragmented towers. The towers show that "the old is eroded, unveiled, cut away
by the present and the future" (Nasar16).

17

The design, while a clear rejection of traditional architecture, does serve as
a link on the campus. The building serves as a link between the campus and the
community while challenging traditional notions of art.
The ideas of linkage here are relevant to my cultural center. My center
must serve as a link between the citizens of the city. The re-interpretation of
history here is also relevant to my design. What is not relevant, however, is
Eisenman's use of creating instability. Uncertainty and confusion are not elements
of the visual arts cultural center. This center reads as a place of certainty where
exploration and healing can begin.

18

VI. TECHNICAL DATA
APPLICABLE BUILDING CODES
The 1999 edition of the Standard Building Code, published by the Southern
Building Code Congress International, Inc., 900 Montclair Road, Birmingham,
Alabama 352 1 3- 1206; 205/59 1 - 1 853 or 800/877-2224
The 2003 edition of the National Fire Codes (NFPA Standards as listed in NFPA
1 , Chapter 2 - excluding NFPA 5000) published by the National Fire Protection
Association, Inc., Batterymarch Park, Quincy, Massachusetts 02269; 6 1 7/7703000 or 800/344-3555
Either the 1 99 1 North Carolina Handicapped Code with the 1 996 revisions or
CABO/ ANSI Al 1 7. 1 - 1 992 Aaccessible and Usable Buildings and Facilities may
be utilized by the state adopted public accessibility code).
AREA ZONING
The site that I have chosen is zoned SMHD (South Main Historic District) and HP
(Historic District) (see figure 6. 1 ).
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APPENDIX A
IMAGES
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FIGURE 1 . 1, Computer Enhanced Photograph of Panel From Site. (Author)
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FIGURE 1 .2, Computer Enhanced Photograph of Pole From Site. (Author)
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FIGURE 1 .3, Photograph of Angel Painting on Wooden Panel Found on Site. October 2004.
(Author)
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FIGURE 1 .4, Photograph of Geometric Painting on Wooden Panel Found on Site. October 2004.
(Author)
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FIGURE 1 .5, Photograph of Flower Painting on Wooden Panel Found on Site. October 2004.
(Author)
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FIGURE 2. 1 , Buildings and Trolley in South Main Historic Arts District. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.2, National Civil Rights Museum. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.3, Intersection of South Main Street and G.E. Patterson. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.4, New Residential Development on South Main Street. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.5, Historic Arcade Restaurant. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.6, Surface Parking Lot South Main Street. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.7, Edge of Surface Parking Lot and Abandoned Lot South Main Street. October 2004.
(Author)
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FIGURE 2.8, Abandoned Lot on South Main Street. October 2004. (Author)
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FIGURE 2.9, Electric Streetcars on Main Street, 1912. (Crawford)
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FIGURE 2. 1 0, Main Street, 1912. (Crawford)

40

FIGURE 2. 1 1 , Main Street Riots, Sanitation Workers Strike, March 28, 1 968. (Withers)
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FIGURE 2. 1 2, Bridge Connection Study. (Author)
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FIGURE 3 . 1 , Saturday Night, Charles Shannon, 1937. (Chambers 1 1 1)

43

FIGURE 3.2, Self-Portrait, Mose Tolliver, 1978. (Livingston 135)
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FIGURE 5 . 1 , Wound, Dori Lemeh, 1992. (Binet 28)
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FIGURE 5.2, Sisterhood, Pat Smith, 1992. (Binet 9)
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FIGURE 5.3, Bridges Headquarters Image 1 . Memphis, TN, Coleman Coker. (Building Studio)
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FIGURE 5.4, Bridges Headquarters Image 2. Memphis, TN, Coleman Coker. (Building Studio)
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FIGURE 5.5, Bridges Headquarters Image 3. Memphis, TN, Coleman Coker. (Building Studio)
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AGURE 5.6, Drawings for Fargo-Moorhead Cultural Center. Michael Graves, 1977-78.
(Papadakis)
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FIGURE 5.7, Wexner Center Image 1 . Peter Eisenman, 1989. (Vignelli)
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FIGURE 5.8, Wexner Center Image 2. Peter Eisenman, 1989. (Vignelli)
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APENDIX B
DESIGN PROJECT
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FIGURE 7. 1 , Site Map. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.2. Ground Floor Plan. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.3� Second Floor Plan. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.4, Gallery Elevation. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.S. Arts Center Elevation. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.6. Transverse Section. (Author)

FIGURE 7.7. Longitudinal Se.ction. (Author)
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FIGURE 7.9, Street Perspective. (Author)
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FIGURE 7. 1 0, Wall Perspective. (Author)
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